




























activity	of	believers	seeking	to	sustain	a	 life	of	 reflective	 faith	 in	 the	everyday,	 (2)	a	
method	or	way	of	understanding	or	analyzing	theology	in	practices	used	by	religious	
leaders	and	by	teachers	and	students	across	the	theological	curriculum,	(3)	a	curricu-
lar	 area	 in	 theological	 education	 focused	on	ministerial	 practice	 and	 subspecialties,	
and,	finally,	(4)	an	academic	discipline	pursued	by	a	smaller	subset	of	scholars	to	sup-
port	 and	 sustain	 these	 first	 three	 enterprises.”1	What	 these	 activities	 have	 in	 com-
mon,	especially	since	the	emergence	of	U.S.	practical	theology	as	an	academic	disci-
pline	 in	 the	 1980s,	 is	 (1)	 a	 habitual	 and	 critical	 consideration	 of	 everyday	 Christian	
practices,	and	(2)	a	ever-present	self-consciousness	about	methodology,	that	is,	about	
the	disciplined	ways	we	go	about	 reflecting	on	everyday	 life	 in	 the	 light	of	 religious	




in	 some	way	 that	 what	 those	 of	 us	 in	 other	 disciplines	 do	 is	 not?”2	 Indeed,	 there	
seems	to	be	an	implicit	criticism	of	traditional	theology	as	too	abstract,	as	inattentive	























of	 religion	 in	 the	early	nineteenth	 century	made	 space	 for	 a	plurality	of	denomina-





particular,	 developed	 along	 parallel	 tracks	 –	 mainline	 Protestant,	 evangelical	
Protestant,	and	Roman	Catholic.	While	African	American	churches	are	often	included	
among	the	three,	they	have	a	unique	culture	and	history	of	oppression	in	the	United	
States	 that	calls	 for	distinct	 representation.	Orthodox	Christian	theology	has	a	small	
but	steady	presence	in	theology,	but	less	so	in	practical	theology,	and	less	traditional	
Christian	groups,	 such	as	 Jehovah’s	Witnesses	or	 Latter	Day	 Saints	 (Mormons)	have	
habits	of	 reflective	practice	but	no	 real	professionalized	practical	 theology	either	 in	
terms	of	curriculum	or	academic	discipline.	
Institutional	markers	
Institutionally,	U.S.	practical	 theology	 is	generally	embedded	 in	 the	ministry	 training	
departments	 and	 units	 of	mainline	 Protestant,	 Catholic,	 and	 evangelical	 seminaries	
and	other	post-graduate	pastoral	 training	schools	and	 institutes.	A	handful	of	guilds	
and	theological	associations	focus	on	pastoral	theology	both	as	a	curricular	area	and	


















are	very	 few	enduring	academic	 journals	specific	 to	practical	 theology	 in	the	United	





of	 Theological	 Schools,	 there	 are	 238	 graduate	 schools	 of	 theology	 in	 the	 United	
States,	 most	 belonging	 to	 the	 denominational	 families	 already	 identified,	 that	 is,	
mainline	Protestant,	evangelical,	Catholic,	and	 the	Black	Church.	Almost	all	of	 these	
schools	 focus	at	 least	 in	part	on	professional	 training	 for	ministry.	The	schools	have	
41,534	 students	 enrolled	 in	 374	 ministry-related	 master’s	 level	 degrees	 and	 9,958	
students	enrolled	in	141	ministry-oriented	doctoral	level	programs	(usually,	the	Doc-
tor	of	Ministry	or	D.Min.	degree).6	Only	eight	institutions—three	universities	and	five	
seminaries	 or	 schools	 of	 theology—explicitly	 offer	 a	 research	 doctorate	 or	 Ph.D.	 in	
practical	 theology,	 or	 with	 a	 different	 name	 but	 explicitly	 identified	 as	 engaging	 in	
practical	theology.	The	four	institutions	willing	to	provide	student	data	together	iden-











family.	 Funded	 by	 an	 original	 gift	 of	 stock	 in	 the	 Eli	 Lilly	 pharmaceutical	 company,	 it	 is	 now	
independent.	See	https://lillyendowment.org/about/	(date	accessed:	16.3.2020).	
6	 	Association	 of	 Theological	 Schools,	 Annual	 Data	 Tables,	 2018,	 http://go.wwu.de/dwpnp	 (date	
accessed:	16.3.2020).		
7		 Claire	 E.	 Wolfteich,	 Reframing	 Practical	 Theology:	 Catholic	 Contributions	 and	 Conundrums,	 in:	




taxonomy	 of	 the	 German	 theological	 encyclopedia	 movement,	 practical	 theology	
serving	as	 the	professional	branch	 in	 the	 training	of	 clergy,	 though	often	viewed	as	
methodologically	 inferior	 to	 the	 true	Wissenschaft	 rigor	of	 fields	 like	 critical	 biblical	
studies	or	dogmatic	theology.8		
By	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	however,	the	new	politics	of	the	




gration	 of	 theory	 and	 practice,	 beginning	 with	 the	 University	 of	 Chicago	 Divinity	
School.	The	contemporaneous	professionalization	of	religious	education	brought	the	





During	 much	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 Evangelical	 and	 “mainline”	 Protestantism	





eschewed	 practical	 theology.11	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Roman	 Catholics	 in	 the	 United	
States	were	also	establishing	a	distinct	Catholic	subculture	as	a	form	of	resistance	to	
both	 Protestant	 hegemony	 in	 the	 United	 States	 and	 the	 global	 rise	 of	 modernity.	
Buoyed	by	the	emergence	of	Catholic	social	teaching,	however,	 leaders	found	a	dis-
tinct	 Catholic	 way	 to	 address	 social	 issues	 like	 poverty	 or	 workers’	 rights.	 Catholic	
scholars	 like	 John	A.	 Ryan,	 ensconced	 in	 distinct	 Catholic	 academic	 institutions,	 be-
came	caught	up	in	the	Progressive	movement.	They	did	not	eschew	the	social	scienc-















Initially,	 all	 the	 denominational	 strands	 approached	 at	 least	 one	 social	 science	 very	
cautiously	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	that	is,	psychology.		However,	“early	twenti-
eth-century	psychology	demonstrated	 the	 value	of	 close	 study	of	 the	 ‘living	human	




ness,	 and	 it	 stimulated	 the	 development	 of	 pastoral	 counseling,	 pastoral	 care,	 and	
field	education	in	the	seminaries	and	divinity	schools.14	After	Vatican	II,	Catholic	theo-










fire	as	a	bourgeois	 individualist	approach	to	 faith,	 the	critique	powered	by	a	praxis-


























consensus	 that	 grounded	practical	 theology	primarily	 in	 psychology	 and	human	de-





Protestant	 ethicist	Don	Browning	 argued	 that	U.S.	 practical	 theology	 as	 a	 discipline	
was	born	out	of	a	recovered	focus	on	practical	reason	and	wisdom	in	the	tradition	of	
Aristotle.18		
Second,	 also	 in	 a	 parallel	way,	 Protestant	 practical	 theologians	 begin	 building	 upon	
the	 correlation	methodologies	 championed	 in	 the	United	 States	 by	 Protestant	 Paul	





decision-making	 and	 in	 ecclesial	 consideration	 of	 social	 issues,	 inaugurating	 a	 new	
“public	paradigm”	of	practical	 theology.	Don	Browning	and	Richard	Osmer	both	de-
veloped	textbooks	 for	Protestants.19	Strongly	 influenced	by	hermeneutical	 theology,	
Catholic	Thomas	Groome	also	developed	a	practical	theological	methodology	as	part	
of	his	project	of	bringing	new	pedagogies	into	religious	education.20	The	interdiscipli-







17		 Dorothy	 C.	 Bass,	 Ways	 of	 Life	 Abundant,	 in:	 Dorothy	 C.	 Bass	 –	 Craig	 Dykstra	 (eds.),	 Practical	
Theology,	Theological	Education,	and	Christian	Ministry,	Grand	Rapids	2008,	29.	
18		 Don	 Browning,	 A	 Fundamental	 Practical	 Theology:	 Descriptive	 and	 Strategic	 Proposals,	
Minneapolis	1991,	2–7.	










eschewed	 fundamentalist	 separation	 from	the	world,	 the	new	evangelicals	 founded	




ated	a	School	of	World	Mission	 that	 integrated	 insights	 from	cultural	anthropology.	







Echoing	 the	 racial	and	denominational	 stratification	of	 the	nation,	voices	within	 the	
emerging	field	of	practical	theology	had	tended	to	skew	white,	Protestant,	and	male.	
Yet	 African	 American	 Protestant	 scholars	 had	 already	 begun	 to	 develop	 their	 own	
form	of	 practical	 theology	 in	 the	 1980s	with	 roots	 in	 homiletics,	 a	 central	 Christian	
practice	of	the	Black	Church	and	a	seasoned	academic	discipline	in	African	American	
seminaries.	That	practical	 theology	attended	to	cooperation	and	resistance	 to	 racial	
oppression	 in	 the	 Black	 Church,	 “a	 pastoral-prophetic	 dialectic”	with	 roots	 in	 Black	




of	 studying	 the	marginalized…	That	work,	however,	 struggles	 still	 to	 transform	how	
the	 dominant	 cultures	 of	 the	 academy	 or	 church	 study	 themselves	 strategically	 for	
transformation	of	hegemony.”26	
Feminist	theological	perspectives	that	had	arisen	during	the	1970s	into	the	80s	were	



















edness	of	 these	two	theological	 traditions	 in	questions	of	practice	and	everyday	 life	
seems	 to	obviate	 the	 creation	of	 a	boundary	between	practical	 theology	as	 a	disci-




Asian	 American	 practical	 theology,	 given	 that	 it	 groups	 together	 strikingly	 different	






gle	 to	 incorporate	 these	 important	and	distinct	 voices	 into	publications	and	confer-
ences	once	almost	exclusively	guided	and	populated	by	white	men.	U.S.	scholars	now	
find	 themselves	practicing	“intersectionality,”	 that	 is,	exploring	race	and	ethnicity	 in	
relationship	 with	 gender,	 socio-economic	 inequality,	 sexual	 orientation,	 seculariza-
tion,	and/or	non-binary	conceptions	of	gender.	At	 the	same	time,	even	as	the	 land-
scape	begins	 to	 shift	 in	 a	more	 inclusive	direction,	 power	 asymmetries	 and	 implicit	
biases	against	women	and	persons	of	color	endure.	As	Tom	Beaudoin	and	Katherine	
Turpin	note,		
“[W]hite	 racialization	 was	 the	 norm	 of	 the	 discipline,	 and	 ‘other’	 ethnic	 or	 racial	
groups	needed	to	tell	the	story	of	how	their	cultural	norms	and	racialized	identity	in-
flected	 the	 universalized	 (white)	 field	 of	 practical	 theology…	 Only	 over	 time	 and	
through	critical	reviews	have	we	come	to	understand	the	full	extent	of	the	white	ra-
																																								 										




29		 Carmen	Nanko-Fernández,	 Theologizing	 en	 Espanglish:	 Context,	 Community,	Ministry,	Maryknoll	
2010,	21–28.	

























erationist	 perspectives	 or	 post-structuralist	 critical	 theory,	 a	 neo-Aristotelian	 ap-





Interdisciplinary	partners	continue	to	matter	to	U.S.	practical	 theologians,	 though	 in	















sciences,	 including	ethnographies,	 case	studies,	archival	work,	 interviews,	and	other	
newer	media-based	approaches,	now	reaches	well	beyond	traditional	congregational	
studies	into	many	different	areas	of	practical	theology	and	performed	by	scholars	of	
all	 denominational	 families.	 Some	 Catholic	 and	 Protestant	 practical	 theologians	 (in-
cluding	 the	 author)	 employ	 community-based	 research	 protocols	 in	 qualitative	 re-
search.	These	approaches,	 rooted	 in	the	critical	pedagogy	traditions	of	Paulo	Freire,	
train	and	call	local	community	members	to	share	in	the	work	of	collecting	and	inter-
preting	narrative	evidence.	 This	 can	attenuate	 some	of	 the	power	asymmetries	be-
tween	scholarly	(often	white	and	middle	class)	researchers	and	the	more	diverse	peo-
ple	 whose	 stories	 we	 hope	 to	 hear	 and	 understand,	 especially	 in	 marginalized	
communities.38		
In	a	country	as	large	and	complex	as	the	United	States,	of	course,	there	are	too	many	
questions	 and	 themes	 to	 report,	 even	 in	 a	 field	 as	 small	 as	 practical	 theology.	We	
could,	for	example,	examine	the	post-modern	(even	post-Christian)	practical	theology	











38		 See,	 for	 example,	Mary	Ann	Hinsdale	 –	Helen	M.	 Lewis,	 –	 S.	Maxine	Waller,	 It	 Comes	 from	 the	
People:	 Community	 Development	 and	 Local	 Theology,	 Philadelphia	 1995.	 Waller	 was	 a	 local	
informant	who	became	 co-author.	 See	also	Brett	C.	Hoover,	 The	 Shared	Parish:	 Latinos,	Anglos,	
and	the	Future	of	U.S.	Catholicism,	New	York	2014,	225–237.	




41		 See	 Christian	 B.	 Scharen,	 introduction	 to	 Explorations	 in	 Ecclesiology	 and	 Ethnography,	 Grand	
Rapids	2012,	1–6.	
42		 See,	for	example,	Amanda	Baugh,	God	and	the	Green	Divide:	Religious	Environmentalism	in	Black	








fault	 lines	 formed	by	 the	 tectonics	of	modernity.	 These	 fault	 lines	have	 strongly	af-
fected	 the	 relationship	between	academic	practical	 theology	and	 the	 churches.	 The	
focus	on	competitive	intellectual	rigor	in	modern	U.S.	universities	has	tended	to	privi-
lege	 the	 secular,	 concerned	 that	 religious	 commitments	may	water	down	academic	
freedom.	 Thus,	 mainline	 Protestant	 universities	 have	 frequently	 drifted	 away	 from	
their	 denominational	 roots,	 eschewing	 theology	 for	 religious	 studies.	 As	 we	 have	





versity,	 Emory,	Duke,	 and	Vanderbilt	 –	 have	 retained	 their	 divinity	 schools	 and	 still	
train	 pastors.	 Some	 of	 the	most	 prominent	 work	 in	 U.S.	 practical	 theologies	 takes	
















1967,	 a	 group	 of	 Catholic	 university	 presidents	 and	 other	 scholars	 met	 at	 Land	
o’Lakes,	a	property	owned	by	the	University	of	Notre	Dame	in	the	upper	Midwest	of	
the	United	 States.	 The	 resulting	document	promoted	an	 institutional	 distancing	be-
tween	Catholic	universities	 (soon	 legally	owned	by	boards	of	 trustees)	 and	 the	 reli-
gious	orders	or	dioceses	that	founded	them.	The	Jesuit	and	Holy	Cross	scholars	who	
																																								 										













and	pastoral	 leadership	were	often	 treated	by	university	 theologians	as	 lesser	mat-
ters,	so	much	so	that	one	theologian	argued	“to	claim	identity	as	either	a	practical	or	
pastoral	 theologian	often	 conveys	 a	degree	of	 academic	 second-class	 citizenship.”45	
Catholic	seminaries,	on	the	other	hand,	retained	an	almost	exclusive	focus	on	ecclesial	
issues,	often	eschewing	questions	of	social	justice	and	focusing	on	resistance	to	legal	












increasing	 room	 for	 ecumenical	 and	 interreligious	 cooperation,	 and	 more	 practical	











of	 Catholic	 Universities,	 Land	 o’Lakes	 Statement:	 The	 Idea	 of	 the	 Catholic	 University,	 1967,	
http://go.wwu.de/6y5vy	(date	accessed:	16.3.2020)).		
45		 Nanko-Fernández,	Theologizing	en	Espanglish	(see	note	29)	22–23.	
